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Download the paper: “Case Study: HAM Radio and Hospitals”
Colleen Donovan’s course paper provided support for the idea that old technology isn’t necessarily outdated
technology.
Donovan wrote a case study on a program used by South Carolina hospitals to utilize HAM radio as a redundant
communications system.
“Ham radio has been around since the early 1900’s, so it is not only reliable, but tested internationally,” Donovan
noted. “HAM is the most low tech communication technology used by hospitals, but it has been effective in
emergency response. Sometimes, the oldest and easiest technology is dependable.”
She cited the National Hurricane Center in Florida, which relies on a HAM radio station, WX4NHC, to receive reports
in affected areas and the National Weather Service’s use of its “SKYWARN” program to receive ground level reports
of events that are missed by Doppler radar.  Moreover, within minutes of September 11, 2001, ham radio operators
communicated from emergency operation centers as other systems failed.
1. In 2004, an initiative began with South Carolina hospitals to establish a redundant communication system
using amateur (HAM) radios. The initiative began when the South Carolina Emergency Management Division
approached the University of South Carolina-Center for Public Health Preparedness and they collaborated
with the state Amateur Radio Emergency Service (ARES). The SC HEART (South Carolina Healthcare
Emergency Amateur Radio Team) was formed that year.
The goal of the project was to create a communication system to support hospitals, shelters, healthcare
facilities, and Emergency Support Function #8 responders during major disasters and public health
emergencies. This system is designed to be the backup communication system to the current 800 MHz radio
system already established throughout the state. Funding for this initiative came from the Hospital
Preparedness Program, under ASPR (Assistant Secretary for Preparedness and Response) Health and
Human Services.
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2. Several activities took place over a course of a few years, including a contract with SC Educational Television
to purchase equipment necessary to install 13 repeaters across the state.  The repeaters reach all 64
hospitals throughout the state. The SC HEART initiative then expanded the project by adding the second
network of linked repeaters and the addition of a VHF radio based e-mail network (Winlink 2000) and two
additional repeater sites to fill in the gaps in the statewide coverage area.
The following year funding was provided for wide area high-speed internet capability.  The wireless data
network uses the same amateur radio frequencies wireless internet communications during emergencies.
The system uses a V-Sat data repeater operating on a 1.2 Ghz (128kb each). Linked repeater systems now
have two analog voice channels to support Healthcare and hospitals, a VHF voice channel that can be used
to link high speed internet radio based e-mail system to handle email messages (SCHEART, 2008).  These
systems give trained Amateur Radio Operators the ability to communicate in an emergency using proven
technologies and will insure maximum equipment interoperability.
USC-CPHP has provided training for hospital personnel and public health personnel who are interested in
becoming licensed HAM operators to use them in the time of emergencies.
3. To date, 505 individuals from hospitals and public health have become licensed HAM radio operators. HAMS
are also available to provide communication during drills, exercises, and real life incidents across the state
and work hand in hand with hospitals and public health during emergencies.
The state has invested more than $500,000 in funding to purchase, install and train individuals and install
repeaters across the state for the security of knowing they are linked by a statewide network that they can
depend on at all times.
The project has become popular and sought after nationally. A group of us were asked to speak at two
breakout sessions at the National Public Health Preparedness Summit in Atlanta in 2008.
Since completion of the technology class, Donovan noted, other jurisdictions in the nation have asked South
Carolina participate in their exercises, the total number of individual licensed HAM operators has expanded
by about 200, and there have been several requests for speaking engagements.
“We are encouraged that all hospitals in our state who participate in the Hospital Preparedness Program now
have a robust redundant communication system with hospitals and first responders in our state,” Donovan
said.
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